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VIBRIOSIS - Major cause of 
Infertility in our Dairy Herds 
VIBRIOSIS is the main cause of infertility in 
West Australian dairy herds. Its main 
feature is repeated return to service, and it 
can cause heavy financial losses. The disease 
can be eliminated from a herd by the exclu-
sive use of artificial insemination, or by the 
adoption of a "two herd" system. 
By J. CRAIG, MJR.C.V.S., Senior Veterinary Surgeon 
FAILURE to conceive in dairy cattle causes economic hardship equally to the butter fat producer attempting: to time calving so as to take full advantage of the flush 
of green feed, and to the whole-milk producer endeavouring to maintain his milk 
quota. 
In whole-milk herds in particular, where 
the turn-over of cattle is often high 
because of low production, mastitis or 
sterility, vibriosis can cause serious 
economic losses. By contrast in a self con-
tained herd after the initial outbreak, the 
disease will exist more as an infertility 
problem among the heifers. 
Inability of the cow to conceive may be 
due to many factors. Whereas the term 
sterility strictly describes a permanent 
condition in which the animal is unable 
to reproduce, it would be more accurate to 
use the word infertility when referring to 
temporary sterility. 
Infertility is a complex problem and 
may be associated with specific infections 
as well as non-infectious causes. Such 
infections as brucellosis, trichomoniasis, 
vibriosis and leptospirosis are examples of 
specific disease conditions, whilst low 
standards of animal husbandry and man-
agement commonly result in physiological 
infertility, especially where the nutritional 
status is inadequate. 
VIBRIOSIS 
The infection of cattle by the micro-
organism Vibrio fetus has been recognised 
for very many years. It is only in the 
past 15 years, however, that its importance 
as a cause of infertility has become 
appreciated. 
Vibriosis is widespread in the South-West 
of Western Australia. In a survey carried 
out by Roberts and Sier in 1957, it was 
shown that this disease was the main 
cause of infertility in 75 per cent, of the 
herds investigated. 
TRANSMISSION 
Vibriosis is a venereal disease which is 
spread by contact when a cow is served by 
an infected bull or when the semen of an 
infected bull is used during artificial breed-
ing. 
While it is true that experimental and 
field studies have shown that the disease 
can be spread by other means, for all prac-
tical purposes the venereal mode of trans-
mission can be considered as the only way 
cows are likely to become infected. 
SYMPTOMS 
The most common evidence of infection 
is the failure of a high proportion of the 
cows in the herd to conceive after mating. 
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I n the early stages of t he disease, as few 
as one in five of the cows become pregnant 
t o their first service. The remainder r e tu rn 
repeatedly to t h e bull, often a t irregular 
a n d abnormally long intervals . In many 
instances, it would seem t h a t a l though 
conception actually takes place, it is fol-
lowed by early dea th of t h e foetus and its 
subsequent re-absorption or expulsion. I n 
these cases, t he cows appear to have con-
ceived satisfactorily, only to r e tu rn into 
oestrus from two to four mon ths later. 
Quite apar t from these early abortions, 
which may be undetected by the farmer 
and which occur commonly a t the onset of 
the vibrionic infection in a herd, a small 
percentage of cows may abort in the later 
stages (7th m o n t h ) of pregnancy. 
By contrast , an affected bull shows no 
signs or lesions to indicate t h a t he has t he 
disease, a l though he still remains a potent 
source of vibrionic infection. For example, 
there is no loss of sexual desire. 
So long as n a t u r a l service is used, an 
infected bull will cont inue to per-
petuate t he disease year after year among 
susceptible cows, which exhibit few 
symptoms other t h a n a t rans ien t vaginitis, 
evidenced by t h e passing of a yellowish 
mucoid discharge. 
DEVELOPMENT OF NATURAL 
IMMUNITY 
As a result of exposure to the vibrionic 
organisms, cows gradually develop a toler-
ance or na tu r a l immuni ty to the infection. 
I t therefore happens t ha t , with the 
exception of a few members of the herd 
which may still remain infertile, the cows 
will commence to breed normally after an 
interval of from three to six months from 
the t ime of first exposure to the disease. 
Thus, in the la ter or chronic phase of the 
infection, fertility re turns to a fairly 
satisfactory level. 
Heifers and young cows continue to 
present a problem when they are first 
introduced into the herd. Not having 
had an opportunity to develop a na tu ra l 
immunity from previous exposure to 
vibriosis, they are highly susceptible to 
the infection, and temporary infertility is 
widespread among this group. 
Most of t he cows which calve a t full 
te rm free themselves of infection, al though 
a few become carriers and remain a source 
of future outbreaks within the herd. 
DIAGNOSIS 
Vibriosis may be suspected when t em-
porary infertility, abnormally long oestrus 
periods and abortion are encountered in a 
herd. 
Confirmation of the infection is made by 
laboratory tests. Certain diagnosis may be 
obtained by the culture of s tomach con-
tents from an aborted foetus or by the 
application of the cervical mucus agglu-
t ination test ; this is a herd test r a the r 
t h a n an individual cow test . Vaginal 
mucus sampling should be carried out at 
or near oestrus, and provided a reasonable 
number of collections can be made, it is 
quite feasible to determine t he presence 
or absence of vibriosis in t he herd. 
The diagnosis of vibriosis in the in-
dividual bull is a complicated and 
expensive undertaking. The procedure 
adopted involves the cervical inoculation 
of several virgin heifers with semen and 
preputial washings from the bull in ques-
tion; in ensuing weeks the vaginal mucus 
agglutination test is carried out in these 
animals, while a t tempts are also made to 
culture the Vibrio organisms. 
All bulls in use at the Artificial Breeding 
Centre at Wokalup are certified free of 
Vibriosis by these exacting tests, which 
ensure that no infection is carried in the 
semen distributed to the various A.B. sub-
centres. 
TREATMENT AND CONTROL 
(a) Treatment: 
Knowledge of the fact t h a t vibriosis is 
a venereal infection and t h a t the organism 
is susceptible to certain antibiotics, 
points the way to appropriate t r ea tmen t 
measures. 
Rectal examination of the animals by a 
veterinary surgeon will clarify the infer-
tility syndrome and enable a separat ion 
of the herd into a "pregnant cow group" 
and a "repeat oestrus" group. Service 
records can give useful addit ional informa-
tion. 
A period of three months enforced sexual 
rest provides most of the infertile cow 
group with the opportunity of acquiring 
natura l immunity, but it is possible to 
shorten the course of the disease by carry-
ing out in t ra-uter ine antibiotic t r ea tmen t 
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with streptomycin and penicillin, thus 
ensuring earlier conceptions. 
These antibiotics are introduced into the 
uterus by means of a special tube or 
catheter. Since it is not an easy technique 
to pass this instrument through the narrow 
neck of the uterus, it is best to have the 
treatment carried out by a veterinary 
surgeon. The time chosen for this treat-
ment is usually from 24 to 96 hours after 
service. 
In cases where treatment of the bull is 
considered worthwhile, a combination of 
penicillin and streptomycin should again 
be used. This is applied daily for four days 
to the mucus membranes of the penis and 
prepuce. 
This treatment for the bull is a useful 
procedure, but cannot be relied upon to 
eliminate the infection in every case. 
(b) Control: 
Although the treatment of vibriosis in 
cows and bulls by irrigation of the genitalia 
with antibiotics is recommended as a 
means of reducing the period of temporary 
infertility, it does not eliminate the infec-
tion, nor does it lead to ultimate eradica-
tion of the disease. 
Basic control methods should aim at the 
development of vibriosis-free herd. They 
depend on the fact that vibriosis is only 
transmitted from animal to animal during 
service. 
The two methods which can be adopted 
are artificial insemination and the two herd 
system. 
(i) Artificial Insemination. 
It has already been pointed out that all 
bulls at the Wokalup A.B. Centre are 
checked to ensure their freedom from 
vibrosis. As an additional precaution, 
antibiotics are added to the semen after 
collection as a standard procedure. 
During insemination, a new sterile in-
semination pipette is used for each in-
dividual cow, thus obviating any risk of 
transferring infection from cow to cow by 
the operator. 
This means that if artificial insemination 
is used exclusively in a dairy herd, no 
further spread of vibrionic infection is 
possible, whilst the disease will gradually 
become eliminated as the older cows reach 
culling age and are in turn replaced by 
uninfected heifers. 
It should be remembered that although 
A.I. is a useful weapon against vibriosis, it 
would be unreasonable, in severely affected 
herds, to expect a full return to breeding 
efficiency within 12 months. 
(ii) Two Herd System. 
In districts where A.B. services are not 
available, the problem of eradicating 
vibriosis is rather more difficult, since it 
involves the establishment and mainten-
ance of two separate herds. 
Virgin heifers must be mated with a 
young bull which has never been used for 
service, and all subsequent matings must 
also be to clean bulls. In this way, a "non-
infected group" of cows can be built up. 
Meanwhile all the other adult members 
of the herd should still be mated to the 
original herd bull, local antibiotic therapy 
having already been carried out on this 
"infected group" of cattle. 
In this way, although it is certainly a 
slow process, a herd can progressively be 
freed of vibriosis. 
It is important to ensure at all times 
that infected bulls are kept away from 
clean cows, and clean bulls from infected 
cows. 
This task is not always an easy one, and 
the farmer must always be on guard to 
prevent any accidental matings, which 
would quickly wreck his plans of eradicat-
ing vibriosis from the herd. 
SUMMARY 
(1) Vibriosis is a serious cause of 
lowered breeding efficiency in W.A. 
(2) The disease is spread from cow to 
bull or vice versa during mating, 
and results in infertility, delayed 
conception and abortions. 
(3) To avoid infection, only young un-
used bulls should be purchased, 
whilst any cows introduced should 
be obtained from herds known to 
have normal breeding efficiency. 
(4) Local antibiotic treatment of the 
genitalia is a useful procedure as 
a means of achieving earlier 
conceptions. 
(5) Control is best realised by arti-
ficial insemination or through the 
use of a two herd system. 
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